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Introduction
This report outlines the data supplied by the Ethics service at BACP as a record of the type of query, the background to the query, and the complexity of the query over the time period, from April 2023 to December 2024. As can be seen from the data outlined below, the number of enquiries to the Ethics service is increasing and the complexity of these enquiries is becoming more detailed.

Complexity in this instance includes issues relating to online working, international working using artificial intelligence, legal and insurance issues, GDPR and data compliance issues, safeguarding and supervision issues. Other issues reported are in line with common issues raised with the service over a number of years and reported elsewhere within BACP.

Contact with Ethics service
For the period April 2023 to December 2024, the total of direct and indirect communication between members and the ethics service was 17,188. This comprised calls, emails and other indirect follow up to queries to the service.

The breakdown of direct and indirect communication between the ethics service and members is as follows:

Apr 23 to Dec 24 (21 months)
	Direct (calls and emails)
	11,126
	Average 530 per month

	Indirect (responding to queries from other departments and signposting on)
	6062
	Average 289 per month

	TOTAL
	17,188
	Average 818 per month


 Table 1

Themes raised with the Ethics service
The main themes raised by members with the ethics service indicate that common issues are still being raised. These include boundaries; confidentiality; conflicts of interest; contracting;  employment or organisational issues; endings; fitness to practise; legal issues; record keeping; safeguarding; supervision; and ‘other.’  The largest proportion of time was spent on the category known as ‘other’.* 


	Issues increasing in frequency over the period
	Year - Apr 2023 to Dec 2023
	Year - Jan 2024 to Dec 2024
	Increase

	Boundaries  
	2.5%
	3.2%
	0.7%

	Conflict of interest
	1%
	3.2%
	2.2%

	Contracting
	2.5%
	3.0%
	0.5%

	Employment/ organisational issues
	1.7%
	3.8%
	2.1%

	Legal issues
	9.8%
	11.5%
	1.7%

	Safeguarding
	2.4%
	5.5%
	3.1%

	Supervision issues
	11.1%
	14.9%
	3.8%

	Other
	13.1%
	39.2%
	26.1%


Table 2

* Ethics service reporting indicates that: 'Other’ includes all queries not captured in the existing Quest back headings. Other can also include queries and work coming into the team outside of emails and phone calls directly from members. 

Issues which have been increasing over the period Apr 2023 to Dec 2024
The three categories of  ‘other’ supervision and safeguarding have been increasing over this period. The category of ‘other’ is one that has seen the highest increase which over the period Apr 2023 to Nov 2024 showed a 26.1% increase.

Breakdown of the category – ‘Other’
Within the Ethics service reporting from Jan 2024 to Nov 2024, the category theme ‘other’ represented the following complex queries:
· Professional liability insurance - three areas of concern with professional liability insurance have currently been raised with the ethics service by a number of members. 
1. If a member has a complaint raised against them this will possibly reduce the amount of insurance cover a member has with an insurer. This could have an impact on claims with professional conduct, meaning a member may not have enough insurance to cover the whole cost of the case.

2. Insurers give limited advice on working internationally, a rapidly changing area for the counselling profession. Members are raising concerns that insurers do not cover the cost of the claim if the member has not fully checked all the working requirements of counselling within that country. Thus, the risk is with the member.

3. If members have a break in cover the insurers are unlikely to cover the member for claims raised within that ‘uninsured’ break. Members are not always aware of this.

· Artificial Intelligence (AI) - there has been a significant increase in the number of queries from members and supervisors relating to the use of AI. Member concerns focus around two main areas in relation to AI:
1. Members are unsure how to use AI technology, safely and ethically. They are also unsure of its benefits and drawbacks.

2. Additionally, members often do not know how to use AI and also comply with GDPR and data protection legislation.

· International working – members are increasingly working across country and geographical borders. Two issues have been raised with the ethics service in respect of international working:
1. The ease of online working has seen an increase in international working, which enables convenient access, a wider range of clients, and possibly clients from a similar cultural background to the member.

2. However, different countries have different legal and ethical systems and differing professional regulation status. This means members can be working online without sufficient attention being given by members to the differing safeguards and systems within different countries. 

· Online Platforms – many members are registering their services with online platforms who have greater marketing strategies to reach potential clients than individual members. Members may be expecting the platform, as an organisation, to be responsible for the data protection, contracting, insurance, confidentiality, and other ethical issues.

However, online platforms represent more of an introductory service, meaning members still need to attend to the ethical delivery of their counselling service to clients. Difficulties which have begun to arise with online platforms are as follows:
1. The difficulties associated with international working also have the potential to arise with online platforms, where members are allocated clients in a different country to the UK. The legal, safeguarding, and professional registration issues may become a problem if the platform provider does not sufficiently check who client work is allocated to. Members need to be aware of their own ethical responsibility.

2. Some platforms work by collecting a large body of data, and members often do not know how data are collected and the purpose they are used for. It is important for members to understand whether the platform is compliant with UK data protection laws.
3. Some online platforms use built-in online assistants to record and make notes of meetings or share data with researchers or AI. Members are not always aware that they need to check this with the platform before signing up to work with clients.

4. Confidentiality can be a difficult issue to manage whilst working for an online platform. Members need to ensure the confidentiality of counselling. Members are not always aware that privacy settings are regularly changed by online and digital platforms, and that these need to be checked regularly. 

5. Safeguarding issues can be problematic when using online platforms, members may feel that the platform will have an available contact person to refer to for safeguarding concerns. This may not always be the case as would be expected when working for a physical organisation. Once again, the ethical responsibility sits with the member, which they may not be aware of.

6. When working using an online platform the member has the responsibility to check that they are covered for the work through their insurance provider, as not all providers cover this type of work.

· Safeguarding – Member queries to the ethics service regarding safeguarding issues have increased over the past year. Some members appear to not fully understand their duty of care when dealing with safeguarding concerns.
1. Both adult safeguarding and children and young people (CYP) safeguarding concerns have been raised with the ethics service, and these have been rising over the past year.

2. Safeguarding issues raised include sexual abuse, domestic violence, drug trafficking, grooming of underage children, and explicit material on the dark web.
   
· Gender, sexuality, relationship diversity – The ethics service has seen enquiries surrounding gender and sexuality/identity increasing over the past year. 
 
· Lack of provision/support for members ethical decision-making – the final category within the ‘other’ section of the data focuses on members who have not organised additional provision or support for their own ethical decision-making and are turning to the BACP ethics service when they are in a crisis situation and do not know how to respond to the ethical dilemma.
1. These include not having set up a supervision arrangement; not having professional liability insurance; not being GDPR and/or ICO compliant.

2. Additionally, some members are also unaware of their responsibility to make reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act 2010. 


Supervision Issues
Many members are using the ethics service as a replacement for the normal process of supervision. Only 2% of the members have reported the issue or discussed it with their supervisor prior to contacting the ethics service. The ethics service is therefore, for some members, a replacement for supervision, which is required as part of their commitment as BACP members. There is an overlap with many issues within the recording of ethics service queries, meaning that there is a mention of supervision issues within ‘other’ as a complex query, in addition to its being reported as a separate issue.
 
Typical supervision issues, which arise frequently, are dual roles as line manager or other roles for example, safeguarding officer. Less typical issues include peer supervision, supervising overseas and the scope of supervision.

Safeguarding
Due to the increasing number of safeguarding queries to the ethics service, the Ethics team now support members in reporting safeguarding issues and how to access external agencies to further support them. The service indicates that some members are not fully understanding their duty of care when dealing with safeguarding. Issues raised concern both adult and CYP safeguarding concerns. These include sexual abuse, domestic violence, drug trafficking, grooming of underage children and explicit material on the dark web.
  
For members working with adults and supervisors, the main issue focused on suicidal clients or supervisees. For members working with CYP, the main safeguarding issues involved contact with social services, sexting/indecent images, parental issues, and current or historic abuse. 

Assisted dying and the new Assisted Dying Bill
A relatively recent issue to emerge as queries to the ethics service is how the Assisted Dying Bill may impact upon members’ practice. This is particularly important for hospice provision and for situations where there are polarised views between members, and possibly those that they work with.

Common Ethics’ queries 
Boundaries
Boundary concerns typically involved seeing clients outside counselling, seeing clients after counselling has concluded, seeing partners of current or ex-clients, and working privately with clients outside the organisation where they initially contracted with the client. 

Conflict of interest
Ethics service data indicated a high number of conflict-of-interest issues. These were most often raised in organisations like schools and colleges where members may be functioning in a number of roles as, for example, a school counsellor and a responsible adult for school trips, or a college counsellor and a college tutor. Many issues around conflict of interest were raised where members were working in small communities where their lives overlapped with their clients or people known to the therapist who also wished to be counselled by them or have their family members counselled by them.

Contracting
Ethics service data indicated that contracting issues were raised in CYP enquiries more than in the member or supervisor enquiries, with 8% of queries relating to contracting. Contracting issues with CYP typically related to contracting with CYP and including parents. Additionally, placement contracts for trainees with CYP were raised more than placement contracts for trainee members with adults.

Typical contracting issues for members related to payments, cancellations and how to contract with clients who do not wish to give GP details. 
Where non-typical contracting issues were raised, they focused on the difficulties of contracting with an interpreter and contracting for outdoor therapy.

Employment/organisational issues
Organisational issues focused around concerns with Employee Assistance providers (EAPs), online platform providers and placement providers. EAPs and online platforms presented specific issues for members around professional liability insurance, data protection and data sharing and confidentiality of the therapy.

Placement concerns focused on the number of clients and hours being given to students, which were often felt to be high, the line management in placements, which was often problematic, and issues like policies for trainees in a lone-working situation with clients, not being available.

Trainee issues ranged from trainees working in private practice with clients whilst training, setting up private practice whilst training, and competence of other trainees.

Legal issues
Legal issues were made up of issues with international working, online concerns and employment or organisational issues. Many of these concerns overlap with some of the above categories and are most likely to be fully discussed in the section called ‘other.’ Some of the legal issues focused on insurance providers giving clarity to members on the cover that they have if they are working in a ‘complex’ way (online, internationally, for a platform). Additional concerns are who is liable for insuring a member, who is responsible for checking data collection and sharing information, and who is responsible for privacy and confidentiality, which cannot always be guaranteed by platform providers, for example.

Addendum section for period 1 January to 28 February 2025

The above report has been drawn from annual data to the ethics service for the period 1 April 2023 to 30 November 2024. A further sample of data is added below which examines specific characteristics of member data drawn from the CRM system. It has not been matched against the member queries outlined above and the total number of enquiries within table 3 is not included in the total queries provided in the main body of the report above.

Practitioner level and experience 
A sample of the data coming to the ethics service was examined for the period 1 January to 28 February 2025. This sample was drawn to examine at a more granular level the characteristics of member queries to the ethics service. These included practitioner experience, practitioner employment role, and whether members had accessed external supervision support. 

Two hundred and twenty member queries were examined for this period and the breakdown of these characteristics can be seen in the table below.
	Employment role
	Private practice
	70.9%
	Other, typically 
organisational practice
	29.1%

	Level of experience
	Newly qualified
	67%
	5 years or more-post qualification
	29%

	Member ticked box on the callback system to indicate whether supervision had/ had not been accessed
	Did not access supervision
	69%
	Did access supervision
	31%


Table 3 - Table illustrating characteristics of members making ethics queries during January/ February 2025

It can be observed from table 3 that at the beginning of 2025 there was a significant and growing number of queries coming to the ethics service, from newly qualified members who are entering private practice immediately upon qualification. The level of ethical difficulties encountered by these members is exacerbated by non-engagement with supervision. Engagement with supervision should be an ongoing part of their professional and ethical practice. Once significant ethical dilemmas have been encountered these members are then turning to the BACP ethics service as a form of crisis support.
Conclusion
The ethics service reported that a high number of member enquiries to the ethics service are made because members were concerned about a complaint or a potential complaint. As identified above, members contacting the ethics service are often those who have not organised additional provision or support for their own ethical decision-making and are turning to the BACP ethics service when they are in a crisis situation, and they do not know how to respond to the ethical dilemma. These types of queries are rising month by month and are becoming increasingly complex.
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